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CHIEF CONGIUSTA: Today is January 
18th, 2002. The time is 1200 hours. This 
is Battalion Chief Frank Congiusta of the 
Safety Battalion of the New York City Fire 
Department. I'm conducting an interview 
with the following individual. 

Please state your name. 

FIREFIGHTER ORLANDO: Thomas Orlando. 

CHIEF CONGIUSTA: Thomas Orlando is a 
firefighter first class in Engine 65 of the 
New York City Fire Department. We're at the 
quarters of Engine 65. This interview is 
regarding the events of September 11th, 
2001. 

Q. Thomas, will you please tell your story 
in your own words. 

A. From when we left here? 

Q. Yeah, from when you got the run, yeah. 
Did you know that a plane had hit the towers? 

A. We were in quarters and we were 
watching on the TV that a plane hit the twin 
towers. Then we got the run on the fifth alarm. 
We got on the rig and started responding down 


there. 
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The chauffeur went down West Street. 

On the way down there, en route, we heard on the 

radio that another plane hit the second tower. 

At that time we figured to ourselves that we were 
under attack and that we were going to something 

that we never went to before. 

The chauffeur stopped the rig. We got 
there in, I'd say, about ten minutes. We stopped 
the rig I'd say about 100 feet north of the north 
tower on West Street. We all got off the rig. 

We grabbed our rollups. I was the control man. 

I had the control bag. The officer told us take 
an extra mask, which we were told to do, an extra 
cylinder, actually. 

So we took the extra stuff, and we 
walked over with the officer to I guess it was 
the street. There was a command post in the 
street which was in front of I guess north of the 
north tower again. I don't know where -- 

(Interruption. ) 

A. We stopped the rig before the 
overbridge. We walked over to the chief who was 
running the operation at the time. I don't know 


his name. We checked in. Our officer told us 
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that we were to go into the north tower and start 
working our way up. 

We entered the building on the West 
Street side. We entered the north tower. We 
kept walking in. We walked into the lobby. The 
elevators were not working, so we started up the 
stairway the stairway at the time, I don't recall 
the number. We started working our way up. 

We made it up -- every five or six or 
seven floors we just took a little break because 
there were a lot of people on the stairway, a lot 
of people coming down, just to catch our breath 
and whatever, take a little breather. 

We finally made it up to probably 
around the -- I would say the 18th floor when we 
took a little break. At the time the building 
was shaking. It was hit with something. At that 
time we thought it was another missile attack, so 
we all just ran into the stairway and just helped 
cover us and other civilians and firemen until it 
stopped shaking. We didn't know what it was at 
the time. 

After everything cleared, about might 


be five minutes, myself and the officer and maybe 
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a few other ones proceeded to work up to the 20th 
floor. At that time we were told that the other 
building -- 

Q. Did you hear it on the radio? 

A. I didn't hear anything on the radio, 
other than a mayday. My fellow partners said 
they did. I did not hear it. I was control man. 
I had a radio. 

Q. Some guys heard it; some guys didn't. 

A. Right. 

We were told that there's been a 
collapse -- they didn't say what collapsed -- and 
to start working your way out. My officer, who 
was great at the time, had a lot of experience 
and he knew something was up. So he just said, 
"Let's go. We're going out." 

At that time we started to proceed down 
from the 20th floor. We met the other guys who 
were with us on 18. We started to work our way 
down, with the civilians and other firemen, 
helping each other back and forth. 

I did pass some people that I know. 
Captain Freddie Ill was on I think the 13th 


floor. We saw him. We asked him what was going 
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on. He said he'd be right down. They were doing 
something. They didn't mention what they were 
doing. Obviously they didn't need a hand, 
because they didn't ask us for help. They said 
they'd be right down. I guess his company was on 
that floor. 

So we worked our way down, helping 
Civilians, other firemen. It was a very slow 
walk. On the way down I guess it was the dust 
from the south tower -- we thought it was 
smoke -- started coming up. The lights went out. 
There were no lights at the time in the stairway. 
It was dark. We thought it was smoke from 
whatever it was, but it was actually the dust 
from the south tower. We still didn't know it 
collapsed. 

I'd say it took us 25 minutes to get 
out from the floor we were on, which was the 
20th. 

Q. When you got out, did you go out the 
same way you came in? 

A. Yes. We got into the lobby. Some 
people were just hanging out, making decisions 


which way to go, trying to find their way out. 
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Usually when you go out of a building, in my case 
we usually find the fire engine. We move out to 
the fire engine to see what was going on, which 
was parked at that time where we dropped off, 
north of the north tower. 

We came out of the building. I do 
remember a firefighter from I think 4 Truck 
asking one of us for masks because he had to go 
up to the 42nd floor; to do what, I don't know. 

Q. You don't know the guy? 

A. I don't know the guy. I don't Know his 
name. One of our guys gave him his mask. It 
wasn't me. One of our other guys gave him his 
mask. He said he had to go up there to help 
rescue, which I think was on the 42nd floor. 

What they were doing, I don't know. I don't 
think the guy made it out; I'm not sure. 

Then we came out of the building. My 
officer and two other firefighters were in the 
lobby for a second. We became separated for 
maybe a couple of minutes. As we walked out, we 
were watching out because there were still things 
dropping out of the north tower. We just ran, 


scattered a little bit to the front, which is 
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West Street. 

Chief Al Turi was there with a 
megaphone, Chief Al Turi, who saved an awful lot 
of people. He was just yelling for everybody to 
clear away from the building. He was screaming 
"Just keep moving. Don't stop." I still didn't 
know the south tower collapsed, because at that 
time when we came out all the dust and everything 
was Clear. There was a little dust in the area, 
but it was blue sky. You can't see, actually, 
the south tower from where you are. 

Q. Yeah, right. There's that big -- 

A. Right, right. You can't see it because 
it supposedly collapsed downwards. So we 
couldn't see the south tower had collapsed. 

We just kept walking. I'd say we 
waited by Al Turi for a minute or two. I got in 
touch with my officer, who was still in the 
lobby. They came out and they met us. Once they 
met us, we crossed West Street. Al Turi was 
still there with the megaphone yelling for 
everybody to keep clearing away from the 
building, don't stop, just keep walking, move, 


move. 
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I don't know if some guys went south. 
I'm not sure. I know we went north because 
that's where our fire engine was and that's where 
we were going to go. As we started to walk, we 
just passed the bridge, the first bridge, which 
was on whatever it was. 
Q. On West Street. 
A. Yeah, the bridge. We just passed that. 
We were a bunch of firemen. Somebody just 
yelled, "It's coming down!" We just looked up, 
and the tower started to collapse. We looked up, 
and everybody just scattered all different ways. 
I went up West Street. I just kept 
running up West Street, because that's where I 
figured I had to be to be away from this. Some 
guys I guess dove under cars. I know my officer 
and they went up the street which is right there; 
I think it was Vesey. Where are we? 


Q. Vesey. They probably went that way; 


right? 
A. Where is the south tower? 
Q. The south tower is over here. 
A. Where's West Street? We came here? 


Q. Yeah, here's the north tower. 


T. ORLANDO 10 


A. The north tower. So I would say -- 
there's a street right here next to Merrill 
Lynch. 

Q. Okay. 

A. I would say over here. Maybe Vesey 
Street, right. They must have went up Vesey 
Street. Because this rig was actually destroyed; 
right? 

Q. Yeah, that was destroyed. 

A. So they must have went up Vesey Street. 
I went straight up West Street. 

Q. West Street. 

A. I didn't even know what was going to 
happen, but we got separated. Then the building 
came down. I just turned around and I just saw 
this big black thing around me, which I didn't 
know at the time what it was. I thought this was 
it. I thought it was a fireball or the building 
around me. I just said I didn't think I'd make 
it; there's no way. 

Then it hit me with a force, which was 
incredible. That was actually the dust storm. 
It just was total darkness, no sound at all, 


nothing at all. I just stood there for a second. 
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What am I going to do? I started walking around, 
walking into walls, walking into cars. You 
couldn't see nothing. 

I finally just walked to an area where 
I saw an ESU car. I got up to it and I held onto 
it. I closed the windows in the car. I was 
going to go inside of it, but I said no, I better 
not. I held onto it in case something else 
happened. I didn't know what was going to 
happen. I was underneath whatever it was. 

So I waited there for like whatever -- 
it felt like forever -- until everything cleared. 
After everything cleared to a point where I could 
see, I started to walk back to the area. My 
company was -- obviously they must have come out 
and passed me. They must have gone up the West 
Side Highway to where they were supposed to go. 

I walked back in, into the area, to see what we 
could do and if I could help and stuff. 

At the time the magnitude didn't hit 
me. You don't think that there's people trapped. 
You think that everybody got out. I'm here, so 
everybody else got out. You don't think of the 


magnitude of the collapse. 
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At that time I came back here, and 
there was a bunch of firefighters over by the 
rig. Frank Gribbon was there. He was a 
chauffeur, so I started hooking up lines to help 
another chauffeur. We were putting out all the 
car fires that were exploding. I did that for 
probably around an hour and a half. 

I couldn't see nothing. My eyes were 
shot, cut and stuff. I was just physically gone. 

I was doing that for a while back and 
forth. Right in this area of Vesey Street, there 
was a whole bunch of car fires. We were putting 
them out. Then a chief -- who he was, I don't 
know. He saw the way I looked. I was talking to 
Ronnie, a guy from 16 Truck, the chauffeur -- 16 
Engine, actually. 

He asked, "What are you guys doing?" I 
said, "Well, we're just operating some hose 
lines." He said, "Were you guys in the 
collapse?" I said, "Yeah, we were." He said, 
"You guys are out of here. Just leave the area." 
He took my name down. He said, "I don't want to 
see you in here again." He made us leave the 


area. Why -- 
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Q. They were probably trying to get a head 
count. 

A. Right. He made us leave the area. He 
took my name and said, "If you were there" -- he 
made us leave the area. 

I walked down to the west side and I 
met my company. At the time they knew I made it 
because we had radioed a transmission. I told 
the officer where I was. I said, "Lou, I'm over 
here." I Knew they were out of the site already. 
I said, "I'm helping with car fires, doing what I 
can with whatever I have left." 

Like I said, that's basically it. I 
remember going up -- there were two guys from 24 
Engine who rolled up at the time and hooked up 
with us. They came up by themselves. They had 
no masks or anything. They hooked up with us. 

We said, "Where are you going with no masks?" 
They said, "We're going to go up." I said, "You 
guys are crazy, going up there with no masks." 

They hooked up with us. I guess being 
with us it saved them, because they didn't go up 
any farther. They came out with us. 


Q. They went up -- 
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A. They went up with us. We said, "Why 
don't you work with us?" Our officer said, "Why 
don't you work with us? We'll work together." 
They worked with us, and they came out with us. 
I saw them later in the triage area. We were 
hugging and thank God they were with us. 

Other than that -- then I came out of 
the area and they wouldn't let us back in. We 
just stayed there until seven or eight hours 
until they released us. 

That's basically off the bat what I 
remember. 

Q. Anything else? 

A. No. Guys I've seen -- I know a lot of 
guys passing us, guys who were running up there. 
There was a chief who was actually upset at us 
because we were taking a breather on one of the 
floors. He was like, "What are you guys doing?" 
The officer was like we're carrying all this 
stuff. 

Q. Yeah, you've got to go up 80 floors. 

A. So where are we going to go? Whether 
he lived or not, I don't know. He actually ran 


past us also. Then we saw him a little while 
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later on one of the floors. He was puking and 
stuff. So we said, "Chief, why don't you just 
relax a little bit. Where are you going to go?" 
He said, "No, I've got to go," and he left again. 
So whether he made it or not, I don't know. 

Q. They may have told him go up there and 
tell us what you've got. So he was determined to 
get up there, and you can't run up 80 flights of 
stairs. 

A. No, you can't, you can't. He wasn't in 
great shape. He was an elderly guy -- not 
elderly but -- 

Q. Older than me? 

A. There were guys who were running up 
there just like -- and the civilians were great. 
They were coming down, giving us water, telling 
"You guys are great." We helped out a lot of 
people. They were all bunched up in an area, and 
we were just saying, "Stay to the wall. Just 
keep walking. Don't stop. Let us go up. You 
guys come right down." They were giving us water 
and Gatorade. 

There were some people we saw who were 


bleeding. Some were burnt. We weren't sure 
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whether we should help them. They were moving 
down. The best thing to do is let's keep moving, 
don't stop. Then on the way down we did the same 
thing, helped each other, firemen. Some people 
took our masks for some air, civilians. We did 
help out that one lady that 6 Truck helped out. 
Q. Josephine? 
A. I think we helped one floor with her. 
We just got her one floor, and then they took 
over. I guess they walked the rest of her. She 
was heavy, so we just couldn't do much with her. 
Other than that, that's basically what 
I remember. 
Q. Okay. That's fine. Thanks a lot for 
being candid with us. Thank you, Tommy. 
CHIEF CONGIUSTA: It's 20 after 12, and 


that completes the interview. 


